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Summary
A sexually mature female of Ancistrocheirus lesueurii (28.8 cm ML) was caught in the

Straits of Messina. This is the first occurrence of an adult specimen of the species in the

Mediterranean Sea. Previously, only paralarvae had been collected here. The squid bears 24

photophores on the mantle ventral surface in bilaterally symmetrical arrangement. The arms

bear, in addition to hooks, small suckers at their tips. The radula is typically teuthoid, with the

rachidian tooth tricuspid.

Riassunto

Una femmina sessualmente matura di A. lesueurii (lunghezza del mantello: 28,8 cm) è stata

catturata nello Stretto di Messina. Questo è il primo ritrovamento di un adulto della specie nel

Mediterraneo. In precedenza in questo mare, erano state raccolte solo paralarve. L’esemplare

porta sulla faccia ventrale del mantello 24 fotofori disposti in modo simmetrico rispetto ai piano

sagittale. Le braccia, oltre agli uncini, portano alle loro estremità numerose ventose. La radula è

tipicamente teutoide, con il dente rachidiano tricuspide.

Introduction

Ancistrocheirus lesueurii (d’Orbigny, 1842) (Cephalopoda: Ancis-

trocheiridae) is a pelagic teuthoid squid living in tropical and temperate

seas of the world ocean (Roper et al, 1984, 1985). It is the only known
member of the family Ancistrocheiridae (Clarke, 1988; Bello, 1992). Fol-

lowing the examination of paralarvae from different oceans, Young et al.

(1992) suggest that the genus Ancistrocheirus might include more than one

species.

Early juveniles, previously known as Thelidioteuthis alessandrinii

(Verany, 1851), have frequently been caught throughout the world ocean
(Clarke, 1966; see also Piatkowski & Welsch, 1991, for recent references).

However, only two adult specimens have been collected directly from the

sea; an unsexed specimen at Felidu Atoll (Indian Ocean) (Hoyle, 1906) and
a female off Japan (Okutani, 1976).
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In addition, the occurrence of many specimens of A. lesueurii in the

stomachs of several predator species has been recorded. The holotype, de-

scribed in Férussac & D'Orbigny (1834-48), was retrieved from the stomach
of a dolphin from the Indo-Pacific Ocean (Bello, 1992). Joubin (1900) col-

lected several fragments of this species in the stomach of a dolphin from
the Azores. In more recent times, it was discovered that A. lesueurii is an
important item in oceanic food webs (Clarke, 1983). It was found in the

stomach contents of sperm whales (Clarke & MacLeod, 1974; Clarke,

1980; Martin & Clarke, 1986; Clarke et al, 1993), swordfish (Toll & Hess,

1981; Bello, 1991), sharks (Dunning et al, 1993), wandering albatross

(Clarke et al, 1981).

Descriptions of A. lesueurii adults are given by Férussac & d’Orbigny

(1834-48), Joubin (1900), Hoyle (1906), Okutani (1976), Nesis (1978, 1984),

Clarke (1980).

As regards the Mediterranean, several early juveniles have been col-

lected in its western part (Clarke, 1966); the first one to be collected was
the holotype of Loligo alessandrinii Verany, 1851. No adult occurrence has

been recorded previously (Bello, 1986). In this note the find of an adult

female of A. lesueurii in the Straits of Messina is reported.

The peculiar hydrology of the Straits, between Sicily and mainland
Italy, connecting the western to the eastern Mediterranean (Mazzarelli,

1909) greatly favours the ascent and even stranding ashore of deep living

animals, including cephalopods (Issel, 1925; Berdar & Cavallaro, 1975;

Berdar et al, 1983).

Material and methods

The specimen of Ancistrocheirus lesueurii was collected by the second

author in the Straits of Messina, on July the 31st 1984. It was caught by a

squid jig with blinking light, baited with a piece of salted bony fish. The
capture occurred at 70 m depth, at 20:30 h, with the moon in the first

quarter. The exact place of capture was at the southern entrance of the

Straits, one nautical mile off Capo Scaletta (Messina) on the Sicilian coast,

where the sea depth is about 600 m. In that moment, there was no wind
and a northward current, which is known to facilitate the ascent of deep

living animals.

Measurements of the specimen were taken soon after its capture.

Results

Species identification was effected using the following elements of di-

agnosis (see the Introduction for a list of references regarding A. lesueurii

description): typical body shape, fins shape and position; two rows of

hooks on the arms; 24 large photophores in transverse rows on the ventral

side of the mantle; several additional large photophores on the head and

tentacles; gladius strengthened by a longitudinal cartilaginous rod; typical

mandibles (Clarke, 1986).
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Fig. 1 - Specimen of Ancistrocheirus lesueurii caught in the Straits of Messina. The mantle is

twisted with respect to the head. A: Dorsal view (the ruler is 50 cm long). B: Ventral view.

Sex: female, mature. The eggs were smooth and sized 2.5 x 1.9 mm.
Measurements and indices (according to Roper & Voss, 1983):

ML = 288 mm TL = 571 mm FLI = 83.3

FWI = 72.9 GLI = 75.7 GWI = 16.7

body weight = 1,095 g gonad weight = 173 g
arm formula: III = IV > II > I.

The body (Fig. 1) was semigelatinous and subject to distortion. Both

tentacles were broken at the same distance from their attachment, and
both clubs were missing. The cut area was not covered by pigmented skin.

There were 9 photophores on each tentacle stump.
There follows a description of the features in our specimen which dif-

fer form previous specimens described by other authors.
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Fig. 2 - Distribution of the photophores on the mantle

ventral side of Ancistrocheirus lesueurii (diagrammatic).

The distribution of photo-

phores on the ventral side of

the mantle is shown in Fig. 2.

Mantle dehydration may have
caused some displacement of

the relative position of the

photophores.

The arm tips are pointed. The
arms bear, in addition to the

hooks (Hoyle, 1906; Okutani,

1976), several small stalked

suckers on their tips (Fig. 3),

rather similar to those on the

arms of early juveniles ( e.g .

Young et ai, 1992: fig. 135b).

Thi third and longest arm bears

44 hooks in a loose zig-zag line

and about 50 suckers closely

arranged in two rows.

The radula is typically teuthoid

(Naef, 1923). The rachidian

tooth bears three cusps, the

central longer than the lateral

ones. The paramedian teeth

have a well developed lateral

cusp. The lateral and sublateral

teeth measure about the same
lenght as the rachidian and pa-

ramedian ones (Fig. 4).

The stomach contained skeletai

remains of bony fishes and
several small sized pieces (< 1

mm) of a blue plastic sheet.

Discussion

The specimen here described is quite similar to the one described by
Okutani (1976), as far as sex, sexual maturity, and size are concerned

(Okutani's specimen was 250 mmML).

Nesis (1978, 1987; see also Bello, 1992) attributed a great systematic

importance to the number and position of the large light organs on the

mantle ventral side. According to him (Nesis, 1987), adults of Anci-

strocheirus bear 22 such light organs. Indeed, Clarke (1980) showed that in

A. lesueurii their number ranges from 18 to 24 and that their position may
also differ from one specimen to an other. In the present specimen, 24 light

organs were counted on the mantle ventral side and they were all in rows
of two or four, contrary to d'Orbigny's description (Férussac & d'Orbigny,

1834-48) but in agreement with Clarke (1980).
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Fig. 3 - Third arm of Ancistrocheirus lesueurii (diagrammatic). A: Oral view of the arm; the tip

of the arm, bearing suckers, is encircled. B: Hook from the proximal part of the arm. C:

Sucker from the distal part of the arm.
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Fig. 4 - Radula of Ancistrocheirus lesueurii.

Naef (1923) states that Enoploteuthidae are the only teuthoid squids

to have the radular teeth unicuspid. Therefore, the fact that A. lesueurii

rachidian tooth is tricuspid, further supports Clarke’s (1988) thesis, which
removed the subfamily Ancistrocheirinae from the Enoploteuthidae and
gave it family status as the Ancistrocheiridae.

While many early juveniles of A. lesueurii have been collected in the

Mediterranean Sea (Clarke, 1966), the female caught in the Straits of Mes-
sina is the first known adult of the species to be found there. The co-

occurrence of early juvenile stages and a mature female shows that A.

lesueurii reproduces in the Mediterranean.

Very little is known about the habitat and vertical distribution of A.

lesueurii. Roper & Young (1975) and Lu & Roper (1979) suggest that juve-

nile stages carry out diel movements, approaching the sea surface at night.

However, of 13 paralarvae collected by Degner (1925) at 25 m depth, 3

were caught during daytime, 10 at night. Even less information is avail-

able on adults. Hoyle’s (1906) specimen was found «floating quite dead»;

Okutani’s (1976) specimen was collected in an ORI-net by an oblique haul

from 850 mdepth. Indeed, the seeming rarity of A. lesueurii adults is only

due to their elusiveness. Clarke (1980) found several adults in the stom-

achs of sperm whales, which are known to dive for food deeper than 1,000

m. In spite of the known capture depth (70 m), the specimen from the

Straits of Messina does not furnish much more information on its normal
depth, because of the anomalous hydrological conditions of the Straits,

which favour the ascent of bathyal and abyssal animals (Mazzarelli,

1909). The body features of A. lesueurii -purple brownish colour, light

organs on the ventral side; semigelatinous tissues, large size-place it

among the meso-bathypelagic teuthofauna (Voss, 1967). The find of adult

remains in the stomachs of birds (Clarke et al, 1981), however, supports

the hypothesis of regular movements towards the surface.

In addition to the specimen here described, another adult was recently

found in the Mediterranean. A lower beak (6.1 mmrostral length, 20.7 cm
estimated ML) was extracted from the stomach of a swordfish caught in

the eastern Mediterranean (Bello, 1991). A find which extends the pres-

ence of A. lesueurii to the eastern Mediterranean (cf. Mangold & Boletzky

[1987] about its distribution).

Lastly, as a curiosity, it can be pointed out that the first Mediterra-

nean adult specimen of A. lesueurii comes from the same area, i.e. the

Straits of Messina, where Dr. Krohn collected the first paralarva of the

species, described by Verany (1851) as the new species Loligo alessandrinii.
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